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INNER-URBAN SUSTAINABILITY: 








The combination of elements and conditions in inner-urban areas may be argued to 
constitute established patterns of urban sustainability. This paper develops the 
argument through a case study of the South Brisbane peninsula, one of Queensland’s 
oldest and densest inner-urban areas.  For the purposes of the paper, urban 
sustainability is defined in the context of urban design and development.  This 
definition highlights the interrelationship between urban form and structure, and the 
social and economic life of the city.  The paper argues that South Brisbane 
demonstrates significant characteristics of ‘triple bottom line’ environmental, social 
and economic sustainability in a subtropical inner-urban context.  The main data 
source is a major study of Queensland’s cultural landscapes, supplemented by analysis 
and interpretation of current local government planning and community advocacy for 
sustainability.  The area is strongly supportive of sustainability in terms of residential 
densities; mixed land uses; coherent urban structure, with strong local centres 
serviceable by public transport; mixed building types and ages; diversity in culture and 
socioeconomic status of the population; and social capital in the form of engaged and 
creative communities.  The management of such diverse and dynamic inner-urban 
areas raises challenges for sustainable urban design and development practice. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
South Brisbane ‘peninsula’ is bounded by the Brisbane River immediately south of the 
Brisbane city centre. This area comprises several inner suburbs and localities.  A 
scarcity of cross-river links has enabled the physical and perceptual characteristics of a 
peninsula to be maintained over nearly two centuries of urban development.  Given 
historical interconnections with adjoining suburbs, the ‘land boundary’ of the study 
area has not been impermeably defined for the purposes of this paper. 
   South Brisbane is near the centre of the most densely populated region in 
Queensland.  As one of the earliest European settled areas of Queensland, and one of 
the State’s oldest urban areas, the peninsula contains some of Queensland’s most 
densely developed inner-urban areas.  South Brisbane contains cultural and 
recreational facilities of local, city and State significance, active and obsolete industrial 
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development, main street commercial strips, small lot housing, some terrace housing, 
and a variety of forms of residential flat buildings. 
   This paper argues that South Brisbane demonstrates significant characteristics of 
‘triple bottom line’ environmental, social and economic sustainability in a subtropical 
inner-urban context. Before examining South Brisbane in detail, it is necessary to 
establish what is meant by urban sustainability in the context of urban design and 
development. 
 
2.  Urban sustainability 
 
The concept of urban sustainability gained considerable strength during the 1990s 
[1,2,3,4].  Some writers highlight the importance of engaging local communities in 
creating urban sustainability [5,6]. These writers embrace the idea of ‘community’ in 
both social and local/spatial terms.  Others highlight the importance of regional urban 
structure [7,8]. Newman and Kenworthy [9] and Engwicht [10] highlight the 
interrelationship between transport networks, urban structure and urban life.  Urban 
design to avoid car-dependency is the main theme of Newman and Kenworthy, while 
Engwicht takes a broad view linking such concerns with the social and economic life 
of cities. Denser, mixed use centres, within a five-minute walk of the majority of 
residents, are arguably important to achieving public health through providing 
supportive environments for physical activity [5,11].     
   As ‘sustainability’ has become part of the discourse of urban design and 
development, so too has the argument that sustainability involves a ‘triple bottom line’. 
This concept embodies the argument that urban development must be sustainable in 
terms of three criteria: the natural environment, the social environment, and the 
economic environment.  Although the ‘triple bottom line’ term is relatively new, the 
multidimensional ideas behind it date back to the early definition of sustainable 
development put forward by the Brundtland Commission in 1987.  
   Early leadership in ‘triple bottom line’ sustainability was in rural towns and new 
settlements, eg the acclaimed south-east Queensland (SEQ) town of Maleny and the 
nearby “permaculture village” of Crystal Waters. More recently, large cities and urban 
regions have achieved international recognition for community-driven efforts at 
transformation into sustainable cities – eg “Sustainable Seattle” [12], Portland and the 
state of Oregon. Attempts to catalyse metropolitan sustainable development have also 
been documented in relation to site-specific inner-city redevelopment – eg the Halifax 
EcoCity Project in Adelaide [13]. 
 
3.  Urban design and urban sustainability 
 
Efforts to define ‘good urban design’ and the qualities of ‘good’ urban places have, 
since the 1950s, been compatible with arguments for a triple bottom line approach to 
urban sustainability.  Jacobs [14], in a polemic rarely out of print in over forty years, 
argues for lively walkable streets based on urban density, mixed land use and a grid 
street pattern. The ‘new urbanist’ concept of Transit Oriented Development (TOD) 
seeks to integrate urban activities within urban neighbourhoods based around strong 
centres connected by viable public transport [15].  Bentley et al [16] put forward seven 
criteria of Responsive Environments.  Lynch [17] defines two overarching urban 
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design concerns of urban design: efficiency and justice. McGlynn [18] posits social 
justice as the “bottom line” for urban design. Other prominent urban design theorists 
argue that the legitimacy of urban design rests on its concern with the quality of life of 
all urban dwellers, not just the most privileged [16,19]. 
   More recently, in Queensland, the Urban Design Alliance of Queensland has 
launched an Agenda for Urban Quality in Queensland [20]. The Agenda document 
brings together the broader urban sustainability concepts with the urban design 
principles above, in the context of tropical and sub-tropical Queensland. 
 
4.  Aspects of inner-urban areas that support sustainability 
 
The study of South Brisbane peninsula has revealed that the following aspects of this 
inner-urban area are supportive of urban sustainability: 
 
• residential density; 
• diversity of land use (ie mixed use); 
• coherent urban structure, based around definable local centres serviceable by 
public transport; 
• mix of building types and ages;  
• diversity in culture and socioeconomic status of population; and 
• an engaged community. 
 
   Table 1 illustrates how these characteristics of inner-urban areas relate to triple 
bottom line sustainability categories. 
 











X X X 
Mixed use 
 
X X X 
Supportive structure 
for walking and 
public transport 
X X X 
Mixed building 
types and ages 
X X X 
Culturally diverse 
population 
 X X 
Engaged community  
 
X X X 
 
   All of these characteristics of inner-urban sustainability are present in South 





5.  The South Brisbane peninsula: urban sustainability exemplar? 
 
A local sustainable design advocacy group argues that the South Brisbane Peninsula 
has the potential to act as a Brisbane exemplar of sustainable development.  According 
to the Local Push, the area demonstrates social, economic and environmental 
sustainability through its combination of alternative health, community learning, 
diverse housing fabric, cultural diversity, community arts, community organisations, 
alternative commerce, eco-enterprises, political activism, architecture and design, and 
locally-based food production and marketing [21].  South Brisbane peninsula is briefly 
described below, in an integrated way that illustrates the interrelationship between the 
supportive aspects of inner-urban sustainability described in Table 1.  The 
interpretation of South Brisbane peninsula is drawn from a study of the area as a 
contested cultural landscape [22] and from a submission to Brisbane City Council 
made by the community group, the Local Push [21]. 
 
Density and diversity: built form and sociocultural diversity 
The diverse built form of South Brisbane peninsula accommodates a diversity of land 
uses, and reflects the incremental development and redevelopment of the area over a 
long period.  A wide range of people continues to live in the area and visit it for work, 
leisure, education and other activities.  The range of business and community 
premises, their names and signage, indicate the presence of significant immigrant 
populations in the area. From the 1920s to the 1980s, low property values and rents 
attracted immigrants, social activists and creative people, laying the foundation for the 
area’s eminence as a dynamic multicultural community at the turn of the twenty-first 
century. 
   Since the late 19th century, heavy and light industry has lined the river in the 
Montague Road area.  Australia’s postwar industrial development programs and the 
arrival of a large local population of Greek immigrants supported expansion of these 
industries after World War II. Changed national industry policy by the 1990s 
coincided with the development of new industries on some of this land, eg information 
technology, professional consultancies, library storage, and the arts.  The remaining 
major industries, including Pioneer Concrete, Pauls Parmalat Dairy and ICI Glass, are 
likely to leave this area in the next decade as Australian industry continues to 
restructure in the new context of globalisation. This will leave several large sites, in 
excess of five hectares, available for redevelopment.  The development decisions that 
are made on these large sites will be crucial to whether the sustainability of the 
peninsula is maintained, enhanced, or reduced. 
   The physical diversity of the area has historically been matched by greater social 
diversity than has been common in most urban areas in Brisbane or Queensland.  The 
area is significant for its accommodation of diverse socioeconomic and cultural groups 
throughout most of its development.   Since World War II, West End has become 
increasingly known as a multicultural community with large Greek and Vietnamese 
populations who were attracted by low-cost housing close to employment and by the 
development of immigrant support networks and organisations.  The religious and 
social facilities and businesses of these and other groups are significant in the built 
form of the area. 
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Creative communities and innovative enterprises 
West End has a metropolitan, national and to some extent international reputation as a 
centre of enterprise in the informal sector [21,22]. Alternative lifestyles and economic 
enterprises have flourished here over several decades. Until the current property boom, 
low commercial rentals, affordable housing, and the availability of surplus business 
premises have contributed to this phenomenon.  The area has had a long-term role as a 
locality inhabited by marginalised groups and social activists. This aspect can be seen 
in the publications Neighbourhood News and the Westender, in community groups 
such as co-housing associations, the Australian Anarchists, Kurilpa Community 
Protection Society, the Local Push, community gardeners, the Institute for Social 
Ecology, and the radical St Mary’s Church and its social justice arm, Project Micah.  
The presence of these and other community groups can be seen in premises such as 
Emma’s Bookshop, Justice Products, the Dorothy Day House, and the Grassroots 
Centre. 
   Longstanding ‘alternative’ businesses such as Emma’s Bookshop and The Green 
Grocer have been joined in more recent years by the Bicycle Revolution and Reverse 
Garbage.  The presence of a variety of building types and ages enabled these and other 
sustainability-oriented enterprises to continue to establish in close proximity to the 
influx of restaurants, cafes and other businesses associated with the gentrification that 
has occurred since the mid-1990s.  There is recognition that the current rises in 
property values, and pressure for residential redevelopment of industrial areas, threaten 
the survival of  ‘alternative’ businesses.  Innovative community financing and property 
purchasing schemes have been put forward to save these businesses from rising rents. 
 
Supportive structure for walkability and public transport 
South Brisbane peninsula demonstrates many of the characteristics of transit-oriented 
urban form and walkable neighbourhoods.  The coherent development pattern, urban 
density and mixed use of the area are important to the actual and potential transit-
supportiveness of the South Brisbane peninsula.  There is a connected grid street 
layout over most of the area, and local centres were developed along nineteenth 
century tramlines, which continue to act as bus routes. The non-car-dependent 
structure is enhanced by strong and legible local centres, extensive areas of mixed land 
use, and relatively dense residential areas. Current residential development is 
increasing the density, and pockets of existing small lot detached housing, such as the 
1860s West End Estate, achieve net residential densities of around 35 dwellings per 
hectare. 
   Housing and workplaces have historically been located in close proximity in the 
South Brisbane peninsula. While contemporary employment patterns and lifestyles 
have loosened the bond between home and work locations, the structure of South 
Brisbane enables local residents and non-resident local employees to benefit from a 
transit-supportive structure where public transport is viable and local areas are 
walkable. 
 
An engaged community 
The Local Push argues that the area is the base for a sustainable community, a network 
of people “who share a vision for ensuring a prosperous, socially and culturally active, 
and ecologically caring local community” [21]. This network is evident not only in 
‘resident action groups’ such as the Kurilpa Community Protection Society and 
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environmental lobby groups such as the Local Push. The network exists in numerous 
other community organisations that focus on diverse aspects of the social, economic, 
cultural and ecological life of the area. Together, these organisations – both formal and 
informal, both local and national/international – comprise the social capital of a 
creative community. There is great potential for this social capital to be harnessed for 
the sustainability of South Brisbane peninsula, the city of Brisbane and the region.  
However, community participation in planning has generally been restricted to formal 
consultation mechanisms that do not empower the communities affected by planning 
decisions.  The result is that the community voice tends to be heard only when there is 
conflict between community values and development.    
 
6.  Maintaining sustainability qualities as inner-urban areas gentrify 
 
Constant change has been a feature of almost two centuries of South Brisbane 
development.  The current regeneration of the area presents both opportunities and 
challenges for urban sustainability.  The greatest threats are to the sociocultural and 
economic  ‘bottom lines’ of sustainability: rising property values and rents may lead to 
the area becoming accessible only to wealthy people.  The loss of boarding houses in 
the past decade has impacted on social diversity.  Other threats are associated with the 
risk that obsolete industrial premises along the river may be lost as future workplaces 
due to their immediate value as potential sites for luxury riverfront housing.  Natural 
environmental sustainability issues have come to the forefront as housing density 
increases and significant remnant bushland is lost – eg, the development of “The 
Gully” in 2002-2003 has been nationally reported.  Some actions that might assist 
sustainability in redeveloping inner-urban areas are put forward here, for further 
investigation beyond the current paper. 
   Large obsolescent industrial areas constitute a land bank for sustainability.  Just as 
the former South Brisbane port area provided a land bank for current citywide cultural 
and recreational facilities, other industrial areas need to be considered for their 
sustainability potential.  Current developer and Council interest is focused on 
developing only the “highest and best use”, currently luxury residential.  Rather than 
taking this passive approach, strategic ways need to be found to facilitate a mix of 
uses, activities and building types.  Large sites in single ownership offer opportunities 
for internal cross-subsidy, whereby bonuses for high-value residential redevelopment 
could generate the funds for the inclusion of affordable housing, mixed uses, and 
community facilities.  Options for management of ‘sustainability facilities’ (eg 
affordable housing, creative industries, environmental innovation) include transfer of 
ownership or long term leases to Council, community organisations, community trusts 
or cooperatives.  As a minimum, energy and resource efficient residential design 
should be mandatory in such sought-after areas.  Newly developing areas on the 
metropolitan fringe should also be dense, mixed use, TODs so that lower income 
people displaced from gentrifying inner suburbs are not disadvantaged in the short 
term, and so that the city-region develops into an urban network conducive to greater 
social, economic and environmental sustainability.  For the achievement of social and 
cultural sustainability, we need to investigate effective means of community visioning 
and engagement.  A one-size-fits-all approach to urban design and development is 
unlikely to result in sustainable cities. 
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7.  Conclusion 
 
Sustainability - environmental, economic and sociocultural - has become a central 
concern of urban design discourse in the past decade.  This concern provides a 
sustainability focus to the core concerns of urban design expressed by key theorists 
over the past half-century.  The study of South Brisbane peninsula provides support for 
the argument that inner-urban areas demonstrate important characteristics of triple 
bottom line sustainability.  The paper has argued that environmental, social and 
economic sustainability are all supported by the following characteristics of the inner-
urban area of South Brisbane: residential densities that are greater than conventional 
suburbs; diversity of land uses (ie mixed use); a supportive urban structure for walking 
and public transport; mixed building types and ages (accommodating mixed uses and 
diverse tenancies); a culturally diverse population; and an engaged community.  The 
challenge for such areas is to engage both latent and overt social capital to develop 
more sustainable ways of adapting to a changing urban world.  Further research is 
required into this aspect, as well as the potential of obsolete industrial ‘land banks’ to 
meet future community needs.  Additionally, there is a need for comparative research 
of inner-urban areas in different cities, so that these preliminary conclusions can be 
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